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Abstract
While industrial designers have traditionally advocated aesthetics in their work, with
evocative forms and materials, recent advances in design philosophy about “user
experience” suggest a deeper analysis. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to explore beauty
as an experiential aesthetic value, dependent upon user-product interactions. The goal is to
offer designers a valuable tool: a systematic, extensible model for describing beauty for
design, with powerful insights drawn from other disciplines, including psychology,
philosophy, computer science, and architecture.
This paper strives to understand the concept of beauty as a value of human-product
grounded in daily experience. Beauty is typically associated with aesthetics and nature, but
can the experience of an industrial product, like a computer mouse or a CD player or a
faucet, be characterized as beautiful? What does beauty mean for the high tech component?
Beauty becomes a vital issue as electronic, multifunctional products rapidly shape our
environment of human experience. They subsequently influence how people live, work, and
play—in short, personal lifestyles. To understand how to connect analog aesthetics with
consumer design products, we first consider the nature of experience, which may depend
upon the dynamic relation of three elements: attention, attraction, and beauty. We then
examine philosophical interpretations of aesthetic experience, using Ferdinand de
Saussure’s Semiotics, Gelernter’s Machine Beauty, Dewey’s Lifestyle Design and Gropius’
Spiritual/Cultural Harmony. Using familiar objects like the Hadid’s Future Faucet Design,
and Starck’s optical mouse, we bridge theory with application and identify four kinds of
beauty in action: Semiotics, Machine Beauty, Lifestyle Design and Spiritual/Cultural
Harmony. Thus, we learn that beauty, as it pertains to industrial design, transcends mere
surface ornament to become an emergent value of human-product that operates in
experience through human attention and emotional attraction.
Keywords: cultural studies, design aesthetics and beauty
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1. Introduction
The purpose of this paper is to explore art as an experiential aesthetic value, dependent
upon user-product interactions. The objective is to offer designers a valuable tool: a
systematic, extensible model for describing aesthetics for design, with powerful insights
drawn from other disciplines, including psychology, philosophy, computer science, and
architecture (Jordan, Patrick, 2002).
There is no question, that aesthetics have recently become very popular in the design
community. Just consider Karim Rashid and Yves Behar, industrial designers who have
been very famous for their stylish concepts. Meanwhile, researcher Patrick Jordan argues
the need for creating “pleasurable” human factors, suggesting a closer link between
human emotion and usability metrics (Jordan, Patrick, 2002). And even Donald Norman,
the cognitive scientist of (im)practical design, has begun advocating “fun, emotional
design” to enhance perceived usability (Norman, Donald, 2003). Finally, Virginia Postrel
express there’s a “rise of aesthetic consciousness” in the broader American public,
thanks to the great success of Target, Starbucks, and Apple (Postrel, Virginia, 2003).
The beauty in designing products and services, it has become the expectation of product
design. However, while aesthetics becomes more prevalent as a cultural and business
element, a key question occurs—how does one articulate beauty for design? There is a
need to progress the agenda for design aesthetics by refining the way to describe beauty
not attach in casual "stylish", but legitimacy in cultural criticism (Postrel, Virginia, 2003).
The goal of the paper is not on factors that have enlarged the presence of aesthetics in
the public consciousness, but some of the ways in which this may be interpreted from the
perspective of design and cultural studies Berube, Michael, (2004).

1. 1. The Concerns of Cultural Studies
Several concerns that are central to the discourse in cultural studies may benefit design
studies. Cultural studies locate the objects of their scrutiny in historical and social
contexts of their production, distribution, and consumption, thereby promoting the study of
networks of everyday practices such as work, leisure, friendships, and so forth. Cultural
studies has been referred to as the voice of the other, as the academic discipline that
questions power relations in society, and as a method that foregrounds the importance of
individual subjectivity over scientific objectivity in its study of culture.

1.2. Aesthetics in Cultural Studies
Culture was no more merely associated with ‘high’ forms of art and learning (philosophy,
painting, classical music, literature), but included the ‘low’ forms of entertainment (sport,
rock music, television, pulp fiction) that were central to the lives of the middle and lower
classes. These scholars found Matthew Arnold’s definition of culture as “the study of
perfection“ and of “the best that has been thought and known” (Middleton, T. and Giles,
J.,1999) to be narrow, elitist and undemocratic, and they sought to find a more inclusive
definition, thereby setting themselves on a course that was antithetical to aesthetics.
Having confessed “culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language,” British cultural theorist Raymond Williams defines it in three parts as:
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“(i) the independent noun which describes a general process of intellectual, spiritual and
aesthetic development;
(ii) the independent noun, whether used generally or specifically, which indicates a
particular way of life, whether of a people, a period or a group…(and)
(iii) an independent and abstract noun which describes the works and practices of
intellectual and especially artistic activity” (Williams, R. Keywords,1976).
The inclusion of “particular way of life” in defining culture is relevant for design, as it
indicates that ordinary processes and routines that may include interaction with objects
denote cultural practice.

1.3. Aesthetics in Industrial Design
“The concept of form is so basic to design and so denuded in meaning in the formalist
tradition that designers and design historians have not realized the full implication or
importance of the concept. Design as we are most familiar with is focused on giving
import to the form of things. At worst, this focus degenerates into pure design estheticism;
a valid stock criticism of the most banal versions of design history is that this focus deals
only with the most superficial issues of form and style” (Dilnot, C.,1989) . It is clear from
the preceding statement that, issues of form, beauty, and style, though central to design
activity, have not received enough attention from scholars. Though years of design have
been written largely from stylistic perspectives, it is now recognized that those
approaches provide only a partial understanding of the evolution of material culture.
Therefore, a clearer agenda needs to be set for the study of the aesthetic in relation to
design praxis, its education, and its theory. One of the crucial elements of this agenda will
definitely need to be the evaluation of aesthetics, not merely from a design perspective,
but from a socio-cultural perspective as well. When everyday objects are placed in
society, they establish relations with people’s lives and routines, and if they have
“significant forms” that is certain to affect the nature of the relationship. This relationship
between material and cultural forms has a complex nature that can be understood better
by examining the social rather than formal meanings of aesthetics.
Within design language, the discussion of aesthetics and style often moves around the
term “form.” Used as a means to describe the overall physical delineation and contours of
objects, it is the key factor employed in the evaluation of aesthetic quality. Other
supplemental elements of design that relate to form are surface characteristics such as
material, color and texture, as well as details such as grooves, grills and buttons. Such
descriptive critiques of objects are similar to the traditional methods employed in art
criticism derived from the formalism of early twentieth century.
The employment of beauty towards the promotion of consumerism is explored fully and
highly successfully in the profession of advertising. Product design too, by giving sensual
surfaces and seductive colors to gadgets is accused of the same crime. For Haug, the
aestheticized surface of the commodity becomes a second skin, much more beautiful
than the first, and entirely detached from utility. “No one is safe any longer from its
amorous glances, which the realization motive casts at the consumers with the detached
yet technically perfect appearance of a highly promising use-value” (Haug, W., 1986) . A
discussion of the seductive nature of the object appears in the work of other cultural
theorists such as Jean Baudrillard and Walter Benjamin as well. For Baudrillard, our

1078

Conference Proceedings

Theresa LOBO

vulnerability to the seductive qualities of objects is misplaced desire, and that “the
acquisition of objects is without an object” (Postrel, Virginia, 2003). Walter Benjamin’s
project, the Arcades, led him to study the relationships between people and things,
especially from the eyes of the window shopper (flâneur), who would traverse the
shopping malls of the mid 1800s in Paris (Schifferstein, Hendrik and Hekkert, Paul,
2007). “The commodity whispers to a poor wretch who passes a shop-window containing
beautiful and expensive things” (Levinson, J., 2003). It is known design that in a market
saturated with homogenized products, one of the means of creating distinction and
stimulating desire is through aesthetics, a fact that is well known to marketing experts as
well (Benjamin, W.,1973). “The vitality of aesthetics in customers lives provides
opportunities for organizations to appeal to customers, through a variety of sensory
experiences and thereby benefit both the customers and the organizations through
customer satisfaction and loyalty” (Schmitt, B. and Simonson, A., 1997). This seductive
quality of products, may also be employed by people to their benefit through the concept
of style. Through an anthropological study of punks and bikers, Dick Hebdige has shown
that people often reappropriate objects by modifying their appearances and functions to
express social identity and belonging, subcultural resistance as well as defiant
individualism (Saussure, F., 1959).
In the pursuit of a unique, recognizable visual style, individual designers and corporations
often develop their own signature design languages, as is visible in the products
designed by, for example, Philippe Starck and Karim Rashid. Of course, this is not unique
to industrial design; all forms of cultural production, whether painting, architecture, film or
literature, bear an imprint of the responsible mind and the environment within which the
artifacts are created. With the increasing use of ethnographic research tools in the early
stages of design and emphasis on user-centered methods, these design languages are
derived from the lifestyles of target users.
Therefore, it is crucial that in critiquing these languages, social and cultural perspectives
be considered along with formal and character/personality factors.
The meanings of objects are explored in all disciplines including philosophy, material
culture studies, art history and design, but the meanings of aesthetics in relation to
objects is an area seldom explored in academic terms. Some of the efforts directed
towards understanding the meanings of objects were inspired by the scholarly work in
semiotics and structuralism of linguists and philosophers such as Fernand Saussure
(1959), Roland Barthes (1972), and Jean Baurdillard (1996). In the early 1980s, several
designers used semiotics as a stepping-stone towards the development of product
semantics. Defined as “the study of the symbolic qualities of man-made forms in the
cognitive and social contexts of their use and the application of the knowledge gained to
objects of industrial design,” (Krippendorff, K. and Butter, R., 1989) product semantics
was analytical but also functioned as a tool for form generation in the process of product
development. It relied on concepts of myth, metaphors, concept categorization, and
memory to explore how people understood the meaning of form. Its influence however
was short lived; it was perceived as a style rather than a generative/interpretive tool, and
it fell out of favor by the end of the 1980s.

2. Methodolgy
2.1. Framing the Experience
A glance at existing products, environments, and living patterns reveals quality of
experience is fast becoming a central point for designers. Recent readings confirms this:
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Rothstein’s novel (x4) methodology for discovering user experience “moments” is quite
timely for industrial designers. Carnegie-Mellon scholars provide a framework supporting
experience goals in product design.
The connection between industrial design and user experience is becoming unavoidable.
Consequently, aesthetic value can and should be part of the industrial designer’s effort,
including her ability to achieve a “total integrative experience”. To frame this discussion, it
is offer the following hypothesis of experience:
Experience involves a “subjectively interpreted, continuous stream of psychological and
physical phenomena brought into awareness through an interaction or communication”.
This depends upon the following elements:
• The relationship between a person and an object or sign
• The process of being drawn to that object and engaged on multiple levels: physical,
behavioral, and emotional
• The value that originates from the attractive encounter
These essentials may be labeled broadly as attention, attraction, and beauty; additional
insights from other disciplines will deepen our understanding of beauty as a matter of
experience.
Regardless of labels, what emerges is the central theme of an “aesthetic imperative”, a
cultural initiative predicated upon designers to humanize technological expressions (e.g.,
computers, systems, services, etc.) so that human activities (e.g., communication,
interaction, etc.) are satisfying. The paper explores the notion that beauty can help
designers plan and craft products that offer a rewarding, memorable encounter.

2.2. Theoretical Basis for Understanding the Concept of
Aesthetics
We will explore interpretations of experience to gain a theoretical basis for understanding
the concept of beauty. The model: four theoretical basis should serve as tool to guide
discussions about a product’s aesthetic value, centered upon user experience. This
model offers four examples into aesthetics as a matter of experience, to help drive the
artistic imperative for industrial designers, whether in the classroom or in a client meeting
(Levinson, J., 2003).
The model is based upon the writings of Ferdinand de Saussure (philosophy of language)
semiotics; Gelernter’s (computer science) machine beauty; Dewey’s (philosophy) lifestyle
design; and Gropius’ (architecture) spiritual/cultural harmony. Several product examples
will be described to reinforce the four interpretations: products that convey functional
elegance and that engender spiritual/cultural harmony.

Figure 1 Four theoretical basis into Aesthetics
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Semiotics: Ferdinand de Saussure
Ferdinand de Saussure was the founder of the semiotic movement. He considered
language as a scientific and independent notion that could be separated from elements of
culture or comprehension. Saussure believed that words are embedded with semantic
meaning and therefore “stand for” other things—the word “chair” is deeply associated
with the idea of sitting and the idea of the object that we sit on. A sign, by definition,
should be fairly universal and easy to understand (Saussure, F., 1959).
Designer Shelley Evenson (Carnegie Mellon University) considered language as the
strong connector between artifacts and people, and discussed how design languages
become a connector for how people experience products, services and systems in the
world around them.
The Interaction Designer shapes culture directly through the creation of new visual form
language. This semantic view of design recognizes the need for emotional and social
connections in the human-made world. This view is formally grounded in the study of
semiotics. Semiotics is, literally, the study of signs. A sign need not be a printed object,
but instead can include the theoretical understanding of the process of signification. By
signifying something (or signing as a verb), humans can communicate meaning, and a
sign itself is thought to carry some form of meaning. A sign can be a visual element—like
a street sign—but can also be the way one uses his body language, or an object used to
communicate to another (Saussure, F., 1959).

Examples
The 1965 Yves Saint Laurent's cocktail dress (Fig.3) was inspired by the artist Georges
Braque’s painting: Birds on Blue, 1960 (Fig.2). This design represents Yves Saint
Laurent's fascination with art. It is a visual style of an artifact that communicates. The
object is imbedded with more than just functional significance—recognizes the need for
emotional and social connections in the human-made world.

Figure 2 Georges Braque’s painting: Birds on Blue, 1960 and Figure. 3 The 1965 Yves Saint
Laurent's cocktail dress was inspired by the artist Georges Braque’s painting.

The other example shows two signs of the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (2008)
(design project) they represent a visual element used to communicate in ways that
stimulate senses, connect deeply with people’s lifes, emphasize the broader social and
cultural context of people’s actions and provides support through a networked service
ecology or system of systems. The cocktail dress and signs are focused under the
heading of aesthetic coding, which examines how an object can not only attract attention
and appeal to the senses (as in the sensual relation) but also be constituted in a way
where it, in establishing a specific relation of physical manifestation/idea, demands or
even commands a specific order of alignment or mode of understanding.
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Jakobson speaks of a self-reflective ”poetic function,” which in focusing on the act of
communication itself could be more or less activated within language, thus proposing
”poetic language” to have a dominance of poetic function (Jakobson, Roman, 1960).
Thus, we can speak of objects with a high degree of ”aestheticity,” that is, with an implicit,
communicative construction in a specific direction (Norman, A.,2002).

Figures. 4 and 5 signs of the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center (design project,
2008)

Machine Beauty: David Gelernter
The computer scientist David Gelernters witty argued essay, “machine beauty”, which he
defines aesthetic as an inspired mating of simplicity and power. It is in a Bauhaus
painting or chair. “Today, most of us are willing to apprehend aesthetics, wherever it
occurs - in a museum or on a computer screen, in the words of a poem, or on the
patterns of a fractal design” (Gelernter, D.,1998). However, Gelernter sees these
disciplines as closely aligned with the mathematics and science that are the foundation of
technology.

Examples
Today poetic design is based on a plethora of complex criteria: human experience, social
behaviors, global, economic and political issues, physical and mental interaction, form,
vision, and a rigorous understanding and desire for contemporary culture.The
combinations of all these factors shape our objects; inform our forms; our physical space;
visual culture; and our contemporary human experience. This is the concept of art and
every design should be completely concerned with an artistic style - it is after all a
collective human need. (Fig.6) The CD players designed by Rashid attempt to
deconstruct and radically rethink a typical high tech component.
(Fig.7) The microsoft optical mouse, by Philippe Starck. This example tracks the
movement without the hassle of mechanical parts; it offers an unprecedented durability
and a consistently smooth navigation experience.

Figure 6 CD players, by Rashid (2006)

Lifestyle Design: John Dewey
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John Dewey was an American philosopher focused on the process of interaction between
a conscious being and her environment—the “sustaining or frustrating” conditions that
define the activities of a person, such as the tools, spaces, materials, or other people.
Dewey was especially concerned with recovering aesthetic experiences, which feature a
dynamic integration of thought, action, and emotion into a unifying whole, that he termed
“an experience”. Dewey pursued what may be construed as experiential beauty—a
harmonious balance of the maker’s intent and the perceiver’s expectations towards a
meaningful consummation of movement of emotion from inception, carried through
development, and ending with an artifact that lives in experience (Dewey, J.,1980).

Examples
The Zaha Hadid's Vortexx Chandelier, 2007 (Fig. 8). The Chandelier shows a seemingly
infinite ribbon of fantastic light, its flowing form defined by continuously shifting
colors. Hadid has shown her deep concern about how aesthetics and design should
make collaboration in order to speak up about good metaphor.

Figure 8 Hadid's, Vortexx Chandelier

Figure 9 Future Faucet Design by Hadid

(Fig.9) An example of an important design is the Future Faucet Design by Zaha Hadid.
Some of us think this fantastic faucet looks like a metallic swan from another planet. We
can observe how Hadid’s design proposes new orders of experiencing and meeting the
world. Hadid’s design contains a strong and ideologically biased idea of living differently
but only expresses this idea through a physical manifestation (Jodidio, Philip, 2009).

Spiritual/Cultural Harmony: Walter Gropius
There is yet another interpretation of beauty in experience worth exploring, in which
artifacts shape the human spirit. There may exist expressions of art and design that
contribute to one’s sense of value and perhaps even spiritual, or cultural affinity, as
Walter Gropius suggests might be the outcome of an architectonic approach to design.
This approach strives to achieve balance, order, and unity within one’s life, collectively
and personally. There is an internal movement that connects a person to something
greater than himself, perhaps ideals that speak of a cultural synthesis. He may feel like a
member of a community that elevates what has been experienced into something
personally intimate yet outwardly relating to a collective whole.
Finally, the fourth view takes a holistic look at the relationship between a user and her
product and how that impacts personal beliefs, cultural values, and even a sense of
“spirit”. This is drawn from Walter Gropius’ idea of a “scope of total architecture. Gropius
described his vision of design planning as "the art of coordinating human activities
towards a cultural synthesis” (Gropius, W., 1955). Therefore, Gropius’ approach sought
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to achieve balance, order, and unity within one’s life, collectively and personally. There is
an internal movement that connects a person to something greater than herself, perhaps
ideals that speak of a cultural synthesis. To design products that inspire the human spirit
and awaken cultural connectedness is a powerful variation of experiential beauty.

Examples
The Daniel Libeskind’s Freedom Tower, 2009/2010 (Fig.11) concepts is intended to
regenerate the devastated area of Ground Zero in New York City. This bold concept
embodies patriotic ideals of nationalism as well as resurrection over tragedy. The height
symbolizes this nation’s birth and prevalence over violent transgressions of this nation’s
deepest values. In doing so, the startling design elevates the personal spirit, much like
the Gothic cathedrals, 1356 (Fig. 10) while connecting to a collective need for healing.
The Quadracci Pavilion, 2001 (Fig.17) is a sculptural addition to the Milwaukee Art
Museum, designed by Spanish architect Calatrava. This is a postmodern interpretation of
a Gothic Cathedral, 13th Century with a central nave topped by a 90-foot-high glass roof.
It symbolizes the connection between perception and representation and also the spatial
relation between viewer and art.

Figure 10 Gothic Cathedral

Figure 12 Interior of Gothic Cathedral

Figure 11 Freedom’ Tower, N.Y.

Figure 13 Image of Quadracci Pavilion

These examples suggest a quality of beauty in experience that speaks to greater issues
of cultural connectedness and suggests the dynamic of attention, attraction, and beauty
operating in another way—as communication, unification, and participation. A pleasurable
emotional value derived from sensuous interaction may lead to a communication that
speaks to one’s central motive for life—perhaps related to what Joseph Campbell
describes as the “experience of being alive” —emotionally, spiritually, and culturally
(Campbell, Joseph, 1988). For instance, we may value an ideal we’ve always wanted to
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express but could not. However, we may find a remarkable expression that embodies
what we’ve always wanted to express, as part of a personal effort to communicate and
participate in society. We acknowledge this resonating value and achieve unification, a
merging of the self with the emotions aroused by the artifact, in the immediacy of direct
experience. This then leads to an inspirational feeling that encourages someone to act, to
become an active participant in society to further cultivate and spread those values that
have been discovered in a particular product interaction. In planning “beautiful patterns
for living,” Gropius advocates the central role of participation, saying that it “sharpens
individual responsibility, the prime factor in making a community coherent, in developing
group vision and pride in the self-created environment” (Gropius, Walter, 1955). This may
be a way of understanding and perceiving beauty in experience, coming out of the
specific design variations we just explored, moving towards what may be termed as
“cultural synthesis”—a recognition of a commonality of values inspired by artifacts that
foster a sense of belonging and a motivation to communicate and participate with other
people.

3. Conclusions
In this paper I attempted to understand how to create aesthetically enriching humanproduct experiences by exploring the relationship among attention, attraction, and beauty
in various instances of industrial design. We examined the notion of aesthetic experience
from opposing philosophical interpretations to gain a theoretical basis. Then we tried to
bridge the theoretical analysis to practical design examples to demonstrate various realworld possibilities of beauty, operating in the relationship between a human being and an
artifact. These examples are only a small sampling of possible instances of beauty in
design; there are further questions and issues to be dealt with. For example, how does
the interpretation of beauty change from a creator’s perspective to that of the perceiver?
How does the utility of a consumer product impact it’s beautiful qualities? Where does
desire for pleasurable experiences fit in? What are the moral implications of designing for
beauty, and subsequently, pleasure and desire? What constitutes “ugly” design and how
should that be handled from a moral and ethical perspective? Can beauty be taught to
students of industrial and communication design as an art or method? And how can
beauty be pursued as a sustainable value within and throughout integrated product
development processes?
Industrial designers should be concerned with the issue of beauty, as our environment of
human experience becomes rapidly shaped by multifunctional artifacts, that influence our
ways of living and working. Designers have a responsibility to ensure that artifacts for
popular consumption and usage somehow contribute positively to our personal and even
collective sense of being human. People are fundamentally analog, adaptive, sensual,
emotionally conscious beings that have values, ideals, beliefs, perceptions, and emotions
that impact their behavior. It is time that designers invent products and experiences that
respect humans for who they are and recognize their potential. Humanizing technological
expression is a critical goal and duty of designers, as part of an overall effort to make life
enjoyable and meaningful in everyday experience. To combat the “ugliness” of
dehumanizing, alienating artifacts that deprive humans of their ideational, cultural, and
personal aspirations should be the driving motive for those who wish to create beauty in
industrial design.
It is clear that the positions adopted by designers and cultural studies scholars regarding
the relationship between people, things, and aesthetics, are often antagonistic. Being a
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relatively new profession, design is still in the process of building knowledge to aid its
self-understanding, and discussions such as these that foreground the social, political,
and economic concerns are significant and need to be included within the boundaries of
its study. Within design studies, aesthetics continues to be one of the least-examined
areas that deserve serious attention, and the research methods and interpretive
techniques used by cultural studies can serve as appropriate models. Engagement with
the discourses outside the discipline can only enrich the discourse within, providing us
with better tools for understanding the extent of the impact design has on the everyday
lives of people.
Finally, industrial and visual designers and educators should be increasingly concerned
with aesthetics as the environment of human experience becomes rapidly shaped by
digital, networked, multifunctional products that influence lifestyles, values, and cultures.
Humanizing technological expression must be a critical goal and duty of designers, as
part of an overall effort to make life enjoyable and meaningful in everyday experience. To
combat the ugliness of dehumanizing, alienating artifacts that deprive humans of their
ideational, cultural, and personal aspirations should be the driving motive for those who
wish to create beauty in design.
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